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wise cossack advised him to cure himself with a brew made i
from ducks' feet. After that, whenever Prokhor drove into
a village he asked the first person he met: " Tell me, do
you keep ducks in this village ? " When the astonished
inhabitant said there was no water in the vicinity and sg^
there was no point in their keeping ducks, Prokhor Mssg|r
with devastating contempt: " You don't live like human
beings ! I suppose you've never heard a duck quack in all
your born days ? You steppe blockheads ! " Turning to
Gregor, he would add with bitter contempt: "A priest
must have crossed our road. We're right out of luck. If
they'd got any ducks I'd buy one at once at any price, or
I'd steal one, and then my affairs would be on the mend.
But now my disease is playing about a bit too much! At
first it was amusing, though it wouldn't let me doze on
the road. But now, curse it, it's becoming an absolute
punishment! I can't stay seated in the sledge/'
When he found that Gregor was  quite unsympathetic14
he lapsed into silence, and sometimes, icily incommunicative,
drove for hours on end without saying a word.
Exhaustingly long seemed the days spent driving from
point to point, but still longer were the endless winter
nights. Time to think over the present and to recall the
past Gregor had in abundance. He spent hours remembering
the swiftly departed years of his strange and incoherent
life. Sitting in the sledge, fixing his misty eyes on the
snowy expanses of the oppressively silent .steppe, or lying
at night with closed eyes and clenched teeth in some stifling,
overcrowded little room, he thought only of Aksinia, siclL,
unconscious, left behind in a little unknown village, and oP
his kinsfolk back in Tatarsk. Back there, in the Don
region, the Soviet regime had been established, and with
griping anxiety Gregor continually asked himself : " Surely
they won't treat mother or Dunia roughly because of me ? "
He at once reassured himself, recalling that again and again
on the road he had heard that the Red Army marched in
good order and behaved decently to the people of the
occupied cossack districts. His anxiety gradually died away;
the idea that his old mother would have to answer for him ^
seemed incredible, monstrous, quite unjustified. When he
recalled his children his heart was clenched with sorrow for
a moment; he was afraid they would not escape typhus. *